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In the Fall of 1971, a toam composed of staf# members from the 
departments of Speech Therapy, Occupatlonal Therapy, Education, Rohabllitation 
EnginceriIng and Psychology of tha Gntarlo Crippled Children's Cantre In Toronto 
was formed to study, develop and evaluate a communication system which would 
meat the needs of a specific group of childron enrolled at tha Contro, This 
group consisted of young physically handicapped, primarily cerebrel-palstod 
childron in whom disturbances of the respiratory, phonatory and articulatory 
systems wore so severe as fo provent or markedly retard the devaolopmant of 
functionals speech, 

This tnabllity to dovalop functional speech deprives these children 
of a fundamental tool of communication atid pravents them from engaging in 
interpersonal relatlonshic¢s In thelr most commonly accepted form, thet Js dy 
‘talking, (It hinders them tn thelr develcoment of languags concepts and 
conceptualized thinking end creates within them sevare feelings of frustration, 

The alst of the comnunication program was to develop a system which 
could be used as an adjunct to speach in order to afjlow ceverely physically 
handicapped, non-verbal children to oxpress thalr needs, aifeviate thatr 
frustrations and develop rotivatica for continuad communication, An approach 
was sought which would capitalize on the chifdren's abilltles and which could 
be introduced at an ages whon they would be dovelopimentally ready to communteate, 
Tha widely-used communication board was accepted as a satisfactory basic form 
with the lotters and pleturcs bolfig repleced by symbols which could be castly 
learned and would be capablo of combination tn many ways to provide a moans 


? 


-of cxpressing a muitttude of thoughts, feelings and concerns. A survey of the 


matoriols avellebte Indicated thet a systen hed been dovised by Mr. Chartos K. 


sfigaeen Australtlan, the zin@ which was to provide an Interg forall janquags 
of visual symbols. These symbols are ftogically devatoped representations, many 
of which erornvimate a child's experfenca. Thay have meaning Inclvidually and 
In combination, such that they can provide an eiaborate means of exprasslon. 
Before continuing with a description of the program | would tiko to briefly 
Ittustrate saveral of the symbols tn order te demonstrate how they have bean 
developsd and the ways In which they ara capable of combination, 

SCIDE 

During the academic yoar 1971-72, when the program was belna Initially 
developed, six children who were ettending tha school at the Centre ware Introduced 
to the use of the symbols. These childrsn attended ths "communication class” 
for epproximataly 30 minutes four times weekly with limited carryover Into other 
situations. Cven with this imited exposure, the children demonstratec that 
Bliss symbols could be learned readily and they displayed an eagerness to use 
symbols as a method of communicating. Within a short while thea children were 
not only respondina to questioning by the teacher, but wore using symbols to 
ask thelr own questions and to Initiate interaction with thelr peers. Ourtno 
this first yeer the method of presentation of the sysiools was developed ond 
much discusslon took place as to the number of symbols needed to provide The 
children with a full, varied vocabulary for cormunication. 

During thls sama time work was tnitfated on the devalonment of the trays 
on which the symbols wera to be displayed. These trays were to be Individually 
destaned, with the method of operation being specifically developed according 
to the physical capabliltles of cach child. Since the symbols ware to be the 
main mothod of communication, {it was considered essential that the trays be 
desIgned so as to accompany the children at all times. They therefore had to 
be easlly portable and when attached to a whealchalr had to fit throuch deor- 
ways. Thay wero to be Eoveres with cloar acrylic so that they 


° 
could double as a work and eating surfoce as wall es serve eny other 


" needed function, Because c@re desire to provide the chica with a maximum 
number of symbols for communication in spite of the Imposed limitations dus to 
the size of the tray, the concept of multisymbols was developed In which ten 
symbols of similar content or. part of spoech wara combined Into one fargo | 
multisymbol, Examples of multisymbols aro Included on the sheets which have 
been distributed. 

Ustng thls system of multisymbols It was determined that a maximum number 
} of 34 multisymbols or 340 symbols could ba acconm aiated on the trays. The 
selection of symbols was conducted with a view to providing a varled vocabulary 
sulted to the needs and Interests of the population for which If was Intentad 
as well as to providing symbols which could be readily combined with others to 
produce a arent expanded vocabulary of well beyond ths actual 340. For exemple, 
the symbo! for "the opposite of" Is Includsd, thus enabling the chIIdren to say 
"cold" by ihe to "the opposite ott and then pointing to "hot". In addition 
to expanding vocabulary, symbols of this type have aided In the developmen? of 
abstract and conceptualized thinking. tt was found that some of the children, 
becauss of limitations of elther electronic equipment or learning ability, could 
not handie 340 symbots SO an Intermediate, reduced vocabulary of 100 symbo!s or 
10 multisymbols was also developed. 

In June 1972 the utltity and feasIbillty of symbols as a method of 
communication was recognized. For the academic yoar 1972-73 two full-day 
"communicatlon classes" have been set up. in which symbol usage Is belng rotated 
to the chlidren's total learntng pregram. One of the classes consists of fiva 
children who because of fearning and manual ablilty are able to handle 340 symbofs, 
These chi fdren do not require any electronic alds on thelr trays. The other 
class consists of flve children whose trays contain the 100 symbols, elther 
because of the need for spaclfically designed Interfaces to operate the trays 
or dus to tInablttty to ete 340 symbols at tho present time, Of the orlgtnal 
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stx children, two aro In the "340" class and two ara In the "100" class. Two 


have left the program, one becauss of observad visual porceptual problems which 
would have nocessitated the developmont of a very different method of syrbol 
presentation and the other due to parental Inablft ity to accept thls method of 
communtcation, 

‘All the children In the two classes range In ago from 6 years, 9 months 
to Just over 9 years with the exception of one boy who Is fourteon years of aga. 
Nine of the chlidren have a form of cerobra! palsy; tho tenth child has a braltn 
stem Injury resulting from a motor vehicle accident. Alt are demonstrating a 
learning abl lity despite the fact that many ware dlagnosed as mentally retarded 
at an earller age ard several heve already attended schools for the retarded for 
varylIng lengths of time. Academically, att are within the reading readiness to 
grade two range. Al! have geod auditory acuity and edequate verbal comprehension, 
both of which are mandatory as the teaching method Is through verbal presentation. 
All the chi tdren have recefved extensiva Individual speech therapy tn tha past; 
only two are presently on a speech therapy program, Alf are baing fol toned 
closely by the speech pathologist working In the proaram and each wl!} be 
cone icere’ for therapy at such tine as this oppears appropriate. The parents 
and families of the chlitdren have responded enthuslastically to the program and 
there Is a great dea! of carry-over Into the homa situation. The chliidran now 
Join into family conversations and worksheets are even being devoloned by 
some of the mothers. Ono mother has Jobned the feam to ald In the development 


of the program. 


SLIDES 

From a speech pathologist's point of view the results of the Bilss 
symbol program have been mest encouraging and exclting. The children have 
demonstrated the effectiveness of symbols as a substitute for oral speech 
production in the communication process. Thoy hava atso shown a great doal 


Of creative ability ~ at Hallowcen thay made up thelr own symbol for "ghost", 
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.< th?s belng "make bolleve man opposite of baling seen", Of particular Interest 


has been the finding that many of tha children have bequn to produce words 
verbally whIile using symbols, It would appear that as the nead and pressure on 
the child for speech production Is dacroased, so also Is the tension In the 

oral musculature decraased and thus the child Is able to verbalize more readily. 
White It should not be concluded that speech will develop sufficiently to be of 
functional use to these children, thts behaviour 's of course boing encoursged 
nt reinforced. 

Use of the Bliss symbol approach to communication Imp {los that tho 
chitd's visual, auclItory and Intellectual skills ere Intact. This is not to 
say that the system cannot be used with such populations as the mentally 
retarded or the multiply-handicapped. However other approaches to Its presonta- 
tlon will have to be developed, specific to the needs of these groups. It would 
be hoped that in the future, once e complete syllabus for teaching Bliss 
symbols has been pronared, adaptations will be mada to render tha system 
suitable for populations wlth problems such as mental retardation, hearing 
loss, aphasla, auditory and/or visual perceptual disorders and even emotional 
dIsorders. | 

As excIting as the results to date may appear, It must be stresséd that 
the Bliss symbol system of communication was Inltfalty undertaken as a 
developmental rather than as a research-orlented program, Only recently has 
It become possible to begin a systematic approach to the study of the use of 
symbols as an alternate moans of communfcation. Funds have become avallablo for 
a research tIngulst and consultants In other areas to joln the team and for 
further development of the électronic equipment. {It Is antic!pated that during 
the forthcoming year much eddfitlonal tnformation whiff be obtalned from the 
onsgoing presentatton of tho symbols and that at the end of the yeer an 


extensive, objective evaluation of the'program wil! be undertaken, 


